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THROWING OUT THE BABY (BOOMERS) WITH THE BATHWATER: 
CORPORATE SAGACITY OR BUSINESS BLUNDER? 
 
Dr. Elizabeth Tindle, QUT, Counselling Service 
 
Michaelangelo began the construction of the dome of St. Peter’s in Rome at 
the age of 63. He worked on this task with dedication until the age of 89. 
 
When the Piper Alpha rig in the North Sea was on fire, it was a dangerous 
and intellectually challenging task to put it out. The expert for the job (Red 
Adaire) was age 73. 
 
Jessica Tandy won an Oscar for Best Actress, in open competition. She was 
80 
 
Abstract 
This paper will focus on the group of people who were born between 1946 
and 1962 immediately after the Second World War when service men and 
women returned from the forces and started families. They have been named 
baby boomers because of their numbers. In Australia it is estimated that 
there are four million baby boomers who are now approaching a retirement 
age. The significance of this has been described as “a demographic time 
bomb” (Nicolson & Phillips, 1990). In USA the number of workers over the 
age of 45 will increase by 83% up to 2020 whilst those aged 25-44 will drop 
by 9%, and  20% of the American workforce will be over 55 by 2005. 
This paper raises the question of whether the attitudes we have about older 
workers especially in universities, needs to change and mature. Evidence for 
questioning entrenched myths about older staff in the work force will be 
discussed. 
 
This morning I was listening to the radio and heard Emeritus Professor 
Anthony Barnett (Ockhams’s Razor, ABC Radio National, 20 August 2002) 
speak on the topic of “Tears” covering both the scientific and the emotional 
aspects of our lachrymal glands. He was introduced as a person who has 
been working for sixty-one years. His presentation in no way reflected his 
age. Indeed why should it? In addition,  I was talking to a young student this 
week and he told me that his 75-year-old father continued to work as a 
medical practitioner. What’s more, his father’s mother at the age of 102 still 
tended her own home and was a proficient seamstress (now that cataracts 
had been removed from her eyes). The oldest person in Australia died last 
week (August 2002) at the age of 112. Had she retired from the paid 
workforce at the age of 55 as many do, she would have had 57 years in 
retirement! As Ranzijn (2002, p.79) says, “The concept that half of one’s 
total life span is a period of decay does not intuitively make sense”. 
 
It is now quite evident that medical research, improvements in sanitation, 
new vaccines, complex surgical procedures and technology have played 
their part in increasing both the length and the quality of our lives. Human 
life expectancy in developed nations has increased by more than a half in the 
course of a century and the limits to mortality are still unknown. Finch, 
(1997) believes that it is possible that the normal lifespan may eventually 
exceed 120 years. And yet, many negative attitudes about older people in the 
work place still exist. These may be based on anecdotal situations or be a 
remnant of justification for restructuring, downsizing and making tough 
economic decisions. 
 
Margot Prior in her article “The folly of a society that pensions off wisdom” 
(Australian, 6-3-94, Higher Education) argued that cognitive capacities in 
the healthy older person do not decline, especially is this so in more highly 
educated groups and those who continue to challenge their intellect. Prior 
reported an age related comparative Berlin study carried out at the Max 
Planck Institute ( Baltes, Staudiger & Smith, 1990) where “wisdom related” 
tasks were set. The results showed no differences between young (mean age 
32) and old (mean age 71) in their ability to perform the tasks. In some 
studies the older group was superior to the younger group and the very best 
performers contained a large number of older people. Ranzijn (2002, p81) 
cites one study (Schooler, Mulatu & Oates, 1999) which showed that “older 
workers demonstrated a greater gain in intellectual functioning after doing 
substantively complex work than younger workers, whereas tasks that 
demonstrated the superiority of younger people were characteristically more 
simple”. 
  
Supporting these findings are the arguments put forward by Nicolson and 
Phillips (1990) in their article on “Ageism and Academia”. They argue that 
some British universities appear to have a policy of recruiting for “young 
blood” and ignoring the well qualified older academic. They quote evidence 
suggesting “individual differences in intelligence are stable through the life 
span... In areas where they are competent or expert, individuals perform as 
well or better than younger people” (Kimmel, 1990) 
In academia, it appears that intelligent people remain so and provided that 
they employ their intellectual capacities they maintain their performance. 
 
So what are some of these attitudes to older people in the workforce most of 
which are seen as myths. They were listed in the Human Resources 
magazine (5.1, 2001, p. 15) as the following: 
Mature workers are:- 
1.  Unreliable due to health problems which may require time off. 
2.  Overqualified therefore unlikely to stay in the job. 
3.  Lacking flexibility in terms of hours worked. 
4.  Less presentable and less attractive especially for reception work 
5.  More expensive to employ and insure 
6.  More threatening to younger employers, managers, supervisors and 
other employees. 
7. Have physical limitations and are more prone to risk of injury. 
 
It is also generally believed that younger staff are easier to ‘mould’ to 
positions, that there is less work life left in a mature applicant therefore less 
motive to train them, that junior rates of pay will influence selection and that 
older people must be out of date, have lost their skills or find it harder to 
learn and adapt (Leech, 2000). 
 
Ranzijn (2002) also believes that “the prevailing stereotypes about older 
workers are that they are incompetent, unproductive, slow, cranky, frail, and 
unable to learn but that these stereotypes are without exception, erroneous” 
(quoting Remenyi, 1994). On the contrary, research suggests (Saks & 
Waldman, 1998: Salthouse and Maurer, 1996) that there is no established 
relationship between chronological age and job performance. Rosenman and 
McDonald (1995, p. 65) say that the general attitude toward older staff 
prevailing in many of the Australian Universities is one which sees older 
staff as a nuisance “dead wood” and getting in the way of hiring or 
promoting younger dynamic people”.  The reality quoted in Mission 
Australia Faifield Mature Workers Programme suggests that:- 
Mature workers:- 
1. Take less time off due to injury or illness. Businesses have reported 
marked reductions in absenteeism when they have recruited older 
workers. 
2. Have fewer accidents per employee hour 
3. Have better judgment and critical thinking ability possibly due to 
increased age. 
4. Generally have no serious decline in memory or intelligence until age 
90 or older. 
5. Are often engaged by a task, and will work to improve their skills 
6. Have higher productivity levels than younger workers  
7.  
It was also found in this study that the over 50 age group had the greatest 
uptake of internet usage suggesting that the myths about an older worker’s 
adaptability to new technology are no longer valid. This is supported by 
Czaja (1996) who found that older workers are just as trainable as younger 
workers including in the use of computers. In the simulated managerial tasks 
both younger and older workers performed equally but reached their 
conclusions by different processes.  
 
Ranzijn (2002, p.79) says that “historically, the decrements of older age 
have been over-emphasized” and that empirical evidence is emerging that 
demonstrates the hitherto under-recognised skills, potentials and 
contributions of older adults. 
 
In 1994 Queensland introduced legislation to abolish compulsory age 
retirement at 65. Other states of Australia passed similar legislation about 
that time. In addition the Industrial Relations Reform Act 1994 has age 
included as a grounds of discrimination and also potentially for unfair 
dismissal. In spite of these laws over the past 25 years the labour force 
participation rates of older workers have declined. Although older women 
are increasing their participation in the labour force the rate at which males 
are withdrawing is resulting in fewer older people in employment. 
Rosenman and McDonald (1995, p. 63) state that in 1986  80% of males 
aged 60-64 were still in the labour force but by 1989  this figure had fallen 
to nearly 50%  and has continued to decrease since then. Surveys of older 
university staff suggest that a significant proportion of older people would 
prefer to continue working (DEET, 1990). In a University of Queensland 
study of 634 both academic and general staff aged 54 years and over, it was 
found that three quarters of academic and two thirds of non academic staff 
were interested in remaining at the University after the age of 65. Factors 
that would influence decisions to continue working after 65 years included 
continued good health, satisfaction with their current jobs and a need to stay 
in the workforce to meet financial commitments. 
In a recent Time article (Kadlec, 2002, p. 19) the damaging impact of the fall 
out from the Worldcom , Enron, HIH and other large Corporation frauds has 
had on superannuation funds, was brought home. Many potential and actual 
retirees for financial reasons will have to continue working into their late 
sixties and even seventies because their retirement funds are now 
inadequate. The study suggested that 95% of people aged between 55 and 64 
and still working, plan to get another job after they retire. 
 
Universities are meant to be the reservoir and well spring of learning, 
knowledge, new ideas and wisdom all of which are bound in their human 
capital, their academic and non academic staff. When that staff reach their 
peak of wisdom, experience and knowledge, the university can’t afford to 
retain them. Larger savings can be made if cheaper staff are employed even 
if the wheel has to be constantly reinvented. Australia claims to desire to 
become a “knowledge nation” a “clever country” and Queensland a “smart 
state”. For this to happen changes are necessary in the way staff are hired 
and more flexibility is needed to retain older staff on contracts. Changes are 
need to the current structure of  superannuation, taxation and social security 
schemes ( Rosenman & McDonald, 1995, p. 65). Rosenman and McDonald 
argue that one of the greatest barriers to flexible and creative options for 
continued employment of older workers rests in “the attitude towards older 
workers that are held by employers, unions and the Australian public”.  They 
go on to stress that although “most research confirms that older workers are 
reliable, do not require excessive amounts of sick leave and adapt to new 
developments in their discipline or work place at least as well as younger 
workers, ageist attitudes remain deeply entrenched” (p. 65). 
 
When examining the age ratio of staff at QUT, based on 2000 figures (which 
was before the last round of voluntary early retirements) there were 82 staff 
over the age of 60 (20 women and 62 men). Eight of the women were 
academic staff and twelve were general staff members out of a total staff of 
2558.  
 
This leads naturally to the question of gender. Professor Fay Gale, Vice 
Chancellor of the University of Western Australia was quoted by Julian 
Cribb, science and technology writer, for the Australian, “Women are still 
largely excluded from the technological and intellectual leadership of the 
nation”. The headline of the article was “Sexist rules waste the genius of 
women” (1992). Dempsey (1994) speaks of the “Disappearing older 
woman” in the workforce arguing that she is an “endangered species” (p. 
40). Yet many older women have not had access to superannuation and do 
not qualify for large retirement payouts. Many need to support themselves. 
The retailing industry speaks very highly of this age group. It has offered 
both full time and part time employment opportunities to them.  Older staff 
in a South Australian study (Patrickson & Hartmann, 1996) rarely 
considered the possibilities of retirement and a sizeable group (11%) wanted 
to work beyond age 65. The researchers stated that other employers “might 
also benefit from providing working opportunities to older women whose 
potential to contribute to the workforce appears to have been largely 
underrated” (p. 88).  
 
This paper has briefly looked at the issue of the impending ‘coming of age’ 
of retirement of the baby boomers; those born between 1946 and 1962. The 
study carried out in Australia by Access Economics in 2001, ‘Population, 
ageing and the economy’ emphasised a number of the issues raised in this 
paper. The study stated that “the shortsightedness of corporate bureaucracy 
can lead to unnecessary loss of an organisation’s most valuable employees”. 
It continued,” Competence is what counts yet many organizations and 
managers use age as a convenient measure of competency- at their own 
cost”.  It is even more essential for universities to retain their expert, wise 
and knowledgeable staff as Universities are meant to be intellectual leaders 
in the community. It is also necessary to make full use of older staff of both 
genders. A range of options need to be put in place to give all staff and 
particularly older staff the option of changing employment arrangements as 
they near the end of their working life. 
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